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Abstract: School refusal behaviour has a major impact on the lives of children and adolescents,
seriously affecting their personal, academic and social adjustment. The objectives of this research
were: (1) to identify, using latent profile analysis, school refusal behaviour profiles based on the
functional model and (2) to analyse the relationship between the identified school refusal behaviour
profiles and academic self-attributions in language and literature. The School Refusal Assessment
Scale-Revised (SRAS-R) and the Sydney Attribution Scale (SAS) were administered to 926 Spanish
students (51% boys) aged 8 to 11 (M = 9.57; SD = 1.07). Four school refusal behaviour profiles
were obtained: low school refusal behaviour, school refusal behaviour by positive reinforcement,
mixed school refusal behaviour and high mixed school refusal behaviour. School refuser profiles,
characterised by high scores on the first three factors of the SRAS-R (high mixed and mixed school
refusal behaviour profiles), reported higher scores on an academic self-attributional style, in which
they associate their failures with a lack of ability and effort. Results are discussed, considering the
relationship between school refusal behaviour and unsuitable attributional styles in language and
literature. Promoting effective coping skills to deal with school failure situations will seek to improve,
as far as possible, the needs of all students contributing to a healthy learning environment.
Keywords: academic self-attributions; language and literature; school refusal behaviour; latent
profile analysis; children
1. Introduction
According to data from PISA, Spain is among the countries with better results re-
garding students’ perception of school climate and their well-being (86.80% of Spanish
students get on well with other students, 86.50% feel involved, and 81.00% make friends
easily at school) [1]. However, 18.40% of Spanish students occasionally missed school (1 or
2 days), and 6.60% of students do it more frequently (3 or more days), while the average
is 15% [2]. Therefore, Spain is among the group of the Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) countries and the European Union with the highest
percentage of students who are absent from class unjustifiably. In addition to these negative
situations, Spanish students scored below the OECD average in Mathematics (481 points),
Reading (477 points), and Science (483) [1]. In light of these results, there is major interest
in clarifying what factors can explain the problems of school attendance and the academic
performance of Spanish students.
School attendance problems (SAPs) may be motivated by a great diversity of the
school and psychological factors that may generate stress and demotivation. Knowing how
students react to these situations is vital to offer them orientation. One of the moments
which can be more stressful is the one associated with educational success and failure, with
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the students’ attributional style being a determinant factor of their school adjustment [3].
Identifying how students’ academic attributional styles associate with SAPs could be a
critical step in understanding how to improve their attitude toward school, learning process
and building better mental health. This purpose is in line with Sustainable Development
Goals, which since 2015 included mental health as a priority for global development [4].
Promoting effective coping skills to deal with stressful school situations could help students
lead healthier and more satisfying lives [5].
2. Literature Review
2.1. School Refusal Behavior
School refusal behaviour (SRB) is a concept that refers to a student’s negative attitude
to attend school or the persistent difficulty in remaining there [6]. This concept is part of the
school attendance problems (SAPs), with the main concept referring to the set of different
types of school absences or difficulties in attending or remaining in school. Some examples
of this behaviour include delays in arrival to school, occasional or ongoing absences, and
unexcused absences or absences without parental consent.
Negative attitudes toward school may be simultaneously caused by several reasons. In
each situation, however, their relative strength differs [7]. Due to the heterogeneity of each
case, a functional analysis model of SRB has been developed (see Figure 1), including four
possible causes (the so-called functional conditions) of the ongoing SRB: (1) To avoid school-
based stimuli that provoke negative affectivity, (2) To escape school-based social and/or
evaluative situations, (3) To pursue attention from significant others, and (4) To pursue
tangible reinforcers outside of school. In the first two dimensions, children refuse school
for negative reinforcement (for example, overcoming stage fright during public speaking,
difficulty with a new school or teacher [8]); whereas, in the last two functional conditions,
students refuse school for positive reinforcement (for example, garnering parental attention
or staying at home playing video games). These conditions can be evaluated by the School
Refusal Assessment Scale (SRAS) [9] and its revised version (SRAS-R) [10]. Until now,
this instrument has been the most widely used measure to identify subgroups of school
refusers.
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Figure 1. Functional model of school refusal behaviour.
To better understand the het rogeneity of this population, several studies have at-
tempted to evidence profiles of scholars with SRB. Kearney and Silverman [9] proposed the
functional model according to which four main groups have been distinguished: a mixed
SRB profile, with high scores on factors for both positive and negative reinforcements [11];
an SRB profile characterised by negative reinforcement, with high scores on both or one of
the first two factors of the SRAS-R [12]; an SRB profile distinguished by positive reinforce-
ment, with high scores on both or one of the last two factors of the SRAS-R [11,12]; and
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a group of non-school refusal, with low scores on the four factors of the SRAS-R [11,12].
Other studies have attached new groups such as the SRB with high scores on all four func-
tional conditions, called the high SRB profile [13] and two groups with moderate-low and
high scores, respectively, on the four factors without reaching remarkable values [13,14].
Different variables, mainly of a psychological nature, have been linked to the SRB
profiles (e.g., mental health [15], self-concept [14,16], psychiatric disorders [17], emotional
and behavioural difficulties [18], or anxiety-stress and depression [11]). Most of these
are internalising variables, with those of an educational nature being set aside. Previous
research, however, suggests that SRB leads to poorer academic performance and may have
long-term consequences such as school failure, school dropout, subsequent economic depri-
vation, employment difficulties and mental disorders [6,19–21]. Although the relationship
between SRB and educational variables is of great interest, research on this matter is scarce
in terms of SRB and attributional styles in academic areas.
2.2. Academic Self-Attributions
The descriptive perception that an individual generates for their own behaviour and
for that of others is referred to as an attribution [18]. Weiner’s causal attribution theory [22]
describes these processes. As mentioned above, this is an expository conceptual framework
of the interpretations and evaluations made by pupils when justifying circumstances of
educational success or failure [23]. The most common factors affecting attributions for
achievement are ability, task difficulty, effort, and luck [24]. Learners tend to attribute their
successes or failures to internal causes such as their abilities, or lack thereof, and to external
causes, defined as the difficulty of the task or their luck during the action [25]. Learners
with higher ratings of self-esteem and with higher school achievement attributed their
success to internal, stable and uncontrollable factors such as ability, while they ascribed
their failure to either internal, unstable, or controllable factors such as effort, or external,
stable, and uncontrollable factors such as task difficulty [26].
Three causal factors for perceived success and failure in life can be differentiated based
on the locus of control, stability, and controllability: (1) internal or external, depending on
the location of the cause (within the subject or external); (2) stable or unstable, according
to the perseverance and inconsistency of the cause; and (3) controllable or uncontrollable,
considering the degree of control of individuals to adapt to the consequences [27]. The
principles of this theory are explained by three concepts: attribution is a three-level process
in which, firstly, behaviour is analysed; secondly, behaviour is determined to be intentional;
and finally, behaviour is assigned to internal or external causes.
Past research has analysed Spanish children aged 8 to 11 regarding the relationship
between SRB and academic self-attributions in the subject of Mathematics [28]. This study
revealed that school refusers based on negative affect or anxiety generated by the school
were more likely to attribute their failures in Mathematics to a lack of ability and effort.
On the other hand, school refusers based on the search for tangible reinforcements outside
of school were more likely to attribute their successes to ability [28]. Despite these findings,
no studies have been found that have analysed the relationship between school refusal
and attributional style in the area of Language and Literature. Therefore, it is necessary to
study how attributional style in the linguistic area affects the different profiles of school
refusal behaviour.
The aims of this study are:
1. To identify SRB profiles using latent profile analysis, considering the potential rea-
sons that underlie SRB based on the functional model proposed by Kearney and
Silverman [9]. According to previous research, it is expected that four profiles will
be identified: non-school refusal behaviour, school refusal behaviour by negative
reinforcement, school refusal behaviour by positive reinforcement, and school refusal
behaviour by mixed or multiple reinforcements (which combines factors by positive
and negative reinforcements) [11,12].
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2. To analyse the relationship between the identified SRB profiles and academic self-
attributions in Language and Literature in Spanish children. It is expected that SRB
profiles based on anxiety or negative affectivity generated by the school (SRB profile
by negative reinforcement and mixed SRB profile) will more frequently ascribe their
failures to an absence of ability and effort, whereas SRB profiles based on positive
reinforcement will allocate their successes to their ability [28].
3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Participants
The initial sample was made up of 1017 students, of which 53 participants (5.2%)
were excluded because their parents or legal guardians did not give written consent to
participate in the research; 23 students (2.3%) did not contribute because they were unable
to understand the self-report measures due to a low reading level, and 15 participants
(1.5%) were excluded because they did not properly complete the questionnaires. As a
result, the final sample included 926 Spanish students (51% boys) aged 8 to 11 (M = 9.57;
SD = 1.07). The sample distribution according to age was 8 years old (n = 186, 20.10%),
9 years old (n = 260, 28.10%), 10 years old (n = 246, 26.60%), and 11 years old (n = 234,
25.31%).
The sample was recruited using a multi-stage random cluster sampling, with the
primary units being the geographical areas of the provinces of Alicante and Murcia (central,
north, south, east, and west), the secondary units were the schools, and the tertiary units
were the classrooms. A total of 13 primary schools, both public and private, were selected,
and from each centre, one classroom per academic grade was randomly selected from
the 3rd to 6th grade of primary education. The predominant socioeconomic status of the
sample was average. This study included a community sample of students and concluded
that none of the participants had a clinical diagnosis, learning difficulties, or behavioural
or psychological problems.
3.2. Instruments
School Refusal Assessment Scale-Revised (SRAS-R) [10]. The SRAS-R is a self-reporting
instrument consisting of 24 items using a 7-point response scale (0 = never; 6 = always).
It measures the four functional conditions for the continuance of SRB: (1) Avoidance of
school-related stimuli that provoke a general sense of negative affectivity (ANA) (e.g., how
often do you feel worse at school (for example, scared, nervous, or sad) as compared to
how you feel at home with friends?); (2) Escape from aversive social and/or evaluative
situations at school (ESE) (e.g., how often do you stay away from school because you
do not have many friends there?); (3) pursuit of attention from significant others (PAS)
(e.g., how much would you rather be taught by your parents at home than by your teacher
at school?); and (4) Pursuit of tangible reinforcement outside of school (PTR) (e.g., would it
be easier for you to go to school if you could do more things you like after school hours
(for example, being with friends)?). In this study, the version of the SRAS-R validated in
Spain was applied. It consists of 18 items [29], maintaining the four previously mentioned
factors. The coefficients of internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha test) were: 0.72 (ANA),
0.87 (ESE), 0.78 (PAS), and 0.70 (PTR) obtained using the SPSS 24 statistical package.
Sydney Attribution Scale (SAS) [30]. This instrument consists of 24 hypothetical
situations to be considered by participants using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = false; 5 = true). It
measures the attribution of successes and failures in Mathematics and Language and overall
academic self-attributions. In this study, the Spanish version of González-Pumariega,
Núñez, and González-Pienda [31] was administered. Only the Language dimension was
assessed (e.g., imagine that the teacher chooses you for the group of the best readers in the
class. It would probably be because: 1. You are good at reading; 2. You work hard at reading;
3. The teacher has made a mistake). The causes would attribute success or failure to ability,
effort, or an external cause. In this study, the coefficients of internal consistency (Cronbach’s
alpha test) were: 0.88 (success/ability), 0.84 (success/effort), 0.72 (success/external causes),
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0.86 (failure/ability), 0.76 (failure/effort) and 0.75 (failure/external causes) obtained using
the SPSS 24 statistical package.
3.3. Procedure
First, a meeting was held with the school’s principals to present the study objectives
and to appeal to their collaboration. After accepting their participation in the study, a letter
indicating the purpose of the study was provided to the parents or legal guardians of the
students. In addition, written informed consent forms were sent to the students’ families.
Over a two-week period, students were informed about the study and their voluntary
participation. They completed the instruments during a school session that lasted 35 min.
Participants filled out both questionnaires (15 min for the SRAS-R and 20 min for the SAS).
At least one member of the research team was present at the sessions to sort out any doubts
of the students and to supervise questionnaire completion. Compliance with the ethical
standards of the Declaration of Helsinki [32], a statement of ethical principles for research
involving human subjects, was guaranteed for the study. It was also approved by the Ethics
Committee of the University of Alicante (UA-2017-09-05).
3.4. Statistical Analysis
Subgroups of students with SRB were identified using Latent Profile Analysis (LPA),
a recommended method used for class selection [33]. We used LPA to group students
based on their scores on all four factors of the SRAS-R and considering the following
standard fit statistics: Bayesian Information Criteria (BIC), Akaike Information Criterion
(AIC), Vuong-Lo-Mendell-Rubin likelihood-ratio test (LRT), the bootstrap likelihood-ratio
test (BLRT), entropy, and size index. The model having the lowest BIC and AIC values was
desirable, and a p-value below 0.05 for the LRT and BLRT is required. Moreover, an entropy
score approaching one was preferable, and it is also necessary to consider the size of the
classes to choose the best model since the classes should include at least 1% of the sample.
Subsequently, a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was performed to
examine whether students in different classes also differed on academic self-attributions in
Language and Literature. Next, Scheffé’s post-hoc tests were used, and the effect size was
calculated using the d-index, which was analysed based on Cohen’s interpretation [34].
The d-index has been interpreted as follows: values between 0.20 and 0.49 indicate a low
effect size; values between 0.50 and 0.79 suggest a moderate effect size; and those above
0.80, a high effect size. Analyses were calculated using the SPSS 24 statistical package and
Mplus version 8.
4. Results
4.1. School Refusal Behaviour Profiles
Table 1 presents the fit indices of the six examined models, including the AIC, the
BIC and adjusted BIC, the LRT and adjusted LRT, the BLRT, the entropy information, and
the size index for the number of classes that do not achieve at least 1% of the sample.
The lowest BIC and AIC scores were obtained by the six- and seven-class models. However,
these classes were rejected since the most restrictive criterion, the LRT, had a p > 0.05. The
five-class model, although having low BIC and AIC scores and a p < 0.05, was rejected
since the size index was above 0. Combining all of these criteria, the four-class model was
selected as the best fitting model with p < 0.05 for the LRT and the BLRT. It also had the
lowest AIC and BIC indices as compared to the other models.
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Adjusted BLRT Entropy Size
2 10,361.24 10,424.04 10,382.76 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 0.99 0
3 10,019.77 10,106.72 10,049.56 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 0.93 0
4 9886.80 9997.91 9924.86 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 0.86 0
5 9775.54 9910.80 9821.88 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 0.87 1
6 9690.38 9849.80 9745.00 0.05 0.06 <0.001 0.89 1
7 9676.07 9859.64 9738.95 0.45 0.45 0.67 0.80 1
Note. AIC = Akaike Information Criterion; BIC = Bayesian Information Criteria; LRT = Vuong-Lo-Mendell-Rubin Likelihood-Ratio Test;
BLRT = Bootstrap Likelihood Ratio Test.
Figure 2 summarises the four identified classes: Profile 1-low school refusal behaviour
(59.61% of the sample, with low scores on the third factor and scores having a downward
trend for the others); Profile 2-SRB by positive reinforcement (17.71% of the sample, with
high scores on the third and fourth factors); Profile 3-mixed SRB (13.39% of the sample,
with high scores on the first three factors), and Profile 4-high mixed SRB (9.29% of the
sample, with very high scores on the first three factors).
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mean scores on attributions of failure to external causes. On the other hand, the high
mixed SRB profile received the highest mean scores on attributions of failure to effort and
external causes.













M SD M SD M SD M SD F(3,922) η2P
Reading Ability Success 3.31 1.09 3.33 1.13 2.88 1.31 2.49 1.57 15.58 * 0.05
Reading Effort Success 3.44 0.99 3.45 1.01 3.06 1.16 3.08 0.84 7.54 * 0.02
Reading External Success 4.03 0.99 4.18 1.12 3.85 0.94 3.52 1.12 8.93 * 0.03
Reading Ability Failure 1.14 1.07 1.04 1.09 1.78 1.25 2.31 0.93 39.46 * 0.11
Reading Effort Failure 1.55 1.01 1.69 1.11 1.92 1.03 2.31 0.70 16.25 * 0.05
Reading External Failure 4.41 0.95 4.54 1.03 4.13 1.03 3.83 1.12 12.27 * 0.04
Note. SAS = Sydney Attribution Scale; SRB = School Refusal Behaviour; * p < 0.001.
Table 3 presents the results of the post-hoc tests. These tests revealed statistically
significant differences between the low SRB profile and the mixed and high mixed SRB pro-
files, as well as between the SRB by positive reinforcement profile and the mixed and high
mixed SRB profiles. Large effect size differences were found between the low SRB and high
mixed SRB profiles in the dimension of reading failure attributions to ability and between
the SRB by positive reinforcement and high mixed SRB profiles in the same dimension. In
terms of moderate effect size differences between the low and high mixed SRB profiles, the
former had higher scores in the dimensions of reading success attributions to ability and
external causes and reading failure attributions to external reasons. On the other hand, the
high mixed SRB profile had moderate effect size differences with higher scores than the
low SRB in the dimension of reading failure attribution to a lack of effort. Furthermore,
moderate differences were found between the SRB by positive reinforcement and high
mixed SRB profiles in the dimensions of reading success attributions to ability and reading
failure attributions to external causes. Finally, minor effect size differences were found
between the low and mixed SRB profiles in the dimensions of reading success attributions
to ability and effort and reading failure attributions to external reasons; and between the
low and high mixed SRB profiles in the dimension of reading success attribution to effort.
Moreover, only minor differences were found between the SRB by positive reinforcement
and mixed SRB profiles, in the dimensions of reading success attribution to ability, effort
and external causes and reading failure attribution to external causes.






















Reading Ability Success - 0.38 0.70 0.37 0.65 -
Reading Effort Success - 0.37 0.37 0.36 0.39 -
Reading External Success - - 0.51 0.32 0.59 -
Reading Ability Failure - −0.58 −1.11 −0.64 −1.22 −0.46
Reading Effort Failure - −0.37 −0.78 - −0.63 −0.42
Reading External Failure - 0.29 0.60 0.40 0.67 -
Note. SAS = Sydney Attribution Scale; SRB = School Refusal Behaviour.
Sustainability 2021, 13, 7512 8 of 12
5. Discussion
The aim of this study was two-fold: first, to identify SRB profiles using the latent profile
analysis considering the potential reasons underlying said SRB based on the functional
model; and second, to analyse the relationship between school refusal profiles and academic
self-attributions in Language and Literature in Spanish children.
According to the first hypothesis, four profiles were expected to be identified: non-
school refusal behaviour, school refusal behaviour by negative reinforcement, school refusal
behaviour by positive reinforcement, and school refusal behaviour by mixed or multiple
reinforcements. According to our findings, this hypothesis has been partially confirmed,
replicating some of the previous profiles identified and recognising new profiles that
should be considered. The replicated groups are the mixed SRB and the SRB by positive
reinforcement profiles [11,12,18]. Nevertheless, new profiles have been found. On the one
hand, the high mixed SRB profile was identified. It has similar characteristics to the mixed
SRB profile but with higher scores on the first three factors. This new profile confirms past
studies, revealing a group of students characterised by high scores on the first three factors
of SRAS-R (mixed SRB profile). In this case, however, this group is determined by highly
meaningful scores. On the other hand, the low SRB profile, like the non-SRB profile, which
has been mentioned in past research [11–14], has been found. Nevertheless, in this case,
it does not have statistically low scores on all SRAS-R factors. It is important to note that
the low SRB profile reached its maximum score of representation between the identified
profiles. More than 50% of the total sample, specifically 59.61%, belongs to this group. This
may be due to the non-clinical characteristics of the sample.
Regarding the second hypothesis, it was expected that SRB profiles based on anxiety
or negative affectivity generated by school would be probable to attribute their failures to
an absence of ability and effort, whereas SRB profiles based on positive reinforcement were
expected to attribute their successes to their ability. Results support the second hypothesis
since students having the highest anxiety levels in scholastic situations were found to
have the most maladaptive results since they were more likely to attribute their failures
to internal, stable, and uncontrollable causes (e.g., ability) and less likely to attribute their
successes to internal causes [35,36]. These findings were in line with those found for
Mathematics [28]. In this study, however, knowledge is increased in other basic academic
areas such as Language and Literature, according to the attributional styles of the different
SRB profiles for this subject.
Among the four latent groups identified, statistically significant differences with large
effect sizes were found for reading failure due to lack of ability between the low and high
mixed SRB profiles and between the SRB by positive reinforcement and the high mixed SRB
profiles. In both cases, the high mixed SRB profile was more likely to attribute their failures
to a lack of ability and effort compared to the other profiles. Regarding the attributions of
success, statistically significant differences were found among the four groups with small
and moderate effect sizes. Specifically, the SRB by positive reinforcement and the low SRB
profiles were, respectively, the groups that were the most likely to attribute their successes
to ability, effort, and external causes compared to the high mixed and mixed SRB groups.
These findings call for a more cautious approach in drawing firm conclusions because
these attributional patterns may be affected by other personal and contextual variables.
School disengagement, conflictual relationships with peers and teachers, academic failure,
or eventual dropout can be other variables affecting the students’ school attendance and
their attributional styles [37,38]. All these factors are likely to cause frustration and should
be considered in future research.
This research has certain limitations that should be considered for future work. This
study should be based on a larger and more diverse sample, considering other key vari-
ables such as birth country, health, psychological record, and differences between schools.
Different sources of data collection are likely to be included in future surveys, such as inter-
views, observations, questionnaires, and personal data (family, teachers, and classmates).
Furthermore, research should also consider immediate environments and broader contexts
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that may impact individual behaviour [39]. Finally, although this study has assessed
926 Spanish children, these results cannot be generalised to older age groups or cultures.
These findings should be corroborated with those of other age ranges and nationalities, also
analysing higher levels of education. Similarities between our findings and those obtained
for Mathematics suggest that attributional styles of school refusers may similarly affect
different subjects. However, additional research is necessary to analyse other variables
such as the teaching style, school climate, or parent-teacher-school partnership, which
could affect the students’ academic achievement and attributional style [28,37–42].
The associations found between different SRB profiles and academic self-attribution
in Language and Literature can be used by professionals as an empirical basis for the de-
velopment of preventive and intervention actions that promote school adjustment. These
findings are of great relevance since they offer practical implications at an educational
and psychological level. From an educational perspective, some teaching practices in line
with the emerging educational philosophy based on the Sustainable Learning Education
framework may help strengthen students’ self-efficacy, motivation, and confidence. Sus-
tainable Learning Education (SLE) is a fairly new term that refers to a set of educational
practices in which knowledge is co-created and shared in the community [43]. Teaching
with SLE-orientation aids educators in promoting proactive and intentional learning. SLE
includes teaching learners to be open-minded, inquire, and rebuild to cope with com-
plex and challenging circumstances that require learning [44]. Innovative methodologies,
cooperative learning strategies, self-evaluation, group cohesion, involving students in
decision-making processes, and effective coping strategies to address school problems may
help improve educational achievement.
From a psychological perspective, interventions based on the positive psychology
principles have shown important changes in students’ disposition to make sound personal
decisions and prepares them to positively meet imposing present and future challenges [45].
The study of academic variables such as self-attribution that can affect SAPs is essential
for the development of responsible behaviours and maintaining good attitudes towards
school. Developing cognitive and affective skills, such as empathy and critical thinking, is
one of the main objectives of the SLE and can be useful for those students who present a
maladaptive academic attributional style.
6. Conclusions
This study offers initial evidence about the practical significance of understanding
how academic self-attributional styles influences school refusal behaviour. Although
this study has provided useful data suggesting that academic attributional style is a
significant variable in explaining the reasons why some students refuse to go to school,
further research regarding the relationship between SRB profiles and attributions in the
area of Language and Literature is required. Our findings increase the understanding
that not all school refusers have identical attributional patterns, and therefore, psychoe-
ducational intervention programs should attempt to correct maladaptive attributional
styles and encourage more optimistic beliefs regarding achievement [46–49]. Appropriate
academic attributional styles, in which students attribute successes and failures to effort,
are recommended from early childhood [23]. Improving reactions to failure through
cognitive interventions can help students have better attitudes toward school [3]. Specifi-
cally, attributional retraining interventions must be promoted because they can be easily
implemented as a part of developmental guidance programs for any student [50,51]. This
would surely increase the internal motivation and self-efficacy of students, preventing
school attendance problems.
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